SUMMARY A group of women with unknown last menstrual period was studied representing 16% of a total of 22 404 pregnant women recorded using a common perinatal form. Unknown menstrual period is associated with high rates of low birth weight and with low socioeconomic and sociodemographic status. Such characteristics are also associated with a high rate of preterm deliveries. Thus any possible bias introduced in studies of prematurity by ignoring the group of women with unknown last menstrual period should be carefully checked.
Evaluation of the gestational age is critical for the study of prematurity. The date of the last menstrual period (LMP) is often used as a reference but as much as 30% of the sample may not know it.' Few authors give details about this group of unknowns, which generally are not included in the analysis of their data, thereby casting doubt on the representativeness of their sample. In this paper we study the relation between the proportion of unknown LMP and sociodemographic and socioeconomic indicators. We assess the bias introduced when the group of women with unknown LMP is ignored.
Materials and methods
Between 1974 and 1978, 22 404 single deliveries were studied in 10 Belgian hospitals using a common perinatal record. The date of LMP was registered at the first interview.
Newborns whose birth weight of 1000-2500 g were considered as low birthweight infants.
The sociodemographic indicators used were age of the mother, parity, nationality, and marital status. The socioeconomic indicators studied were educational level of the mother, professional status of the father (or that of the mother when the father was not working), abandonment of the newborn by the mother, height of the mother,2 and her age at the menarche.
Statistical significance has been evaluated using the chi-square test of the exact test of significance for correlation coefficients.3 79
Results
The proportion of unknown LMP is 16%; the proportion of low birth weight is 9% in the group with unknown LMP and 6.5% in the group with known LMP (p<0.01).
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